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Over the weekend of October 22-24th, 2018 we hosted 28 deaf and hard of hearing students at 
Peaceable Kingdom Retreat in Killeen, Texas to provide them with an in-depth exposure to the 
world of programming.  Students used two different coding platforms: Tynker - a block based 
platform designed for beginning programmers, and Swift - a new coding platform from Apple, to 
design programs for two robotic devices: rolling Spheros and flying Parrot Mambo Drones.   
 
Several deaf/HOH adults from Texas and beyond helped guide students through the weekend: 
Billy Huber and Dr. Brent Shriver from IBM in Austin; Jo Bempong from Texas Instruments in 
Dallas; Ken Brown from Apple; Dr. Raja Kushalnagar, the head of the Computer Science program 
at Gallaudet; plus several staff members from TSD and RIT/NTID. All of these staff members, with 
backgrounds in programming, guided the students through the steps needed to design, program, 
and test the code to control the Spheros and Drones.  Jo and Dr. Kushalnagar gave outstanding 
presentations on their backgrounds and how they became attracted to the field of Computer 
Science. Our students enjoyed hearing about their career journeys and understanding how they 
overcame different challenges to get where they are today.   
 
The objective for this weekend was to design, code, and test programs to navigate the devices 
through challenge courses in the fastest times. The Spheros had to navigate through a maze of 
wooden blocks set up on the ground while the drones had to fly through a 3D course created 
from PVC pipes and duct tape. With the help of group leaders the students created a variety of 
programs to guide their devices through the challenge courses. This provided to be much more 
difficult than our students expected! Lots of robot collisions and drone crashes – but it was a fun 
way to learn programming by trial and error. By Sunday morning only two teams managed to 
successfully complete their challenge courses but the rest of the teams were able to achieve 
partial success by completing milestones along the way. All the students left feeling good about 
the goals they achieved, the challenges they overcame along the way, and the new friends they 
made.  As one student said: “The weekend brought us all closer together - we’re all connected in 
some way now”.     


